Tales from the Archives 


Sporadic accounts of research and progress in Williamson-Collins genealogy 


We’ve been quiet on the genealogy front for a while 
(focusing on brand new branches). Whenever we take a 
break from it, we find that picking it up again reveals 
new things. This time is no exception. 

Most of this effect is due to the ever-increasing scope 
and depth of internet resources. Part of it though is just 
giving the latest discoveries time to sink in, revealing 
new possibilities and lines of research. 

John Quinn made his first appearance in the chapter 
called Colourful Characters in our original family history 
book, but there were some fairly big gaps in our story. 
We’ve been “stewing” about him for a while. 

It was a good Irish stew, you might say, but with some 
increasingly strange ingredients: The census says he was 
born in Spain, of all places! Juan El Quinol More likely, 
we thought, John J. Typo. But when did he get to 
Canada? Did he come with family? What did he do 
before the ill-fated peninsula hotel, and after? What 
about his wife, Jane Herson? And once and for all, was 
his middle initial J, or F.P.? 

Turns out his life was even more colourful than we realized.... 



John Quinn, Nino Irlandes de Espafia 



We all know Sgt. Major John Quinn, whose 
stories include being connected with the 10th 
Royal Grenadiers, in charge of the stores at Old 
Fort York, a hotel manager, and later owner of 
the famed “Privat’s Hotel” on what was at that 
time the Toronto Peninsula, as recorded in the 
book “More Than an Island '". You may also 
recall in a later update that he operated a 
butcher stall and grocery at the St. Lawrence 
Market and elsewhere in York. 
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So this is what we knew about John Quinn as of yesterday: 


Birth: c. 1815 - possibly in Spain. Ethnic origin was Irish. 

Marriage to Jane Herson: December 1, 1838 - Toronto, Ontario Canada. 1 


Employment: 1846 
1851 
1853 
1861 
1875 


Steward aboard the steamboat "City of Toronto." 

Steamboat steward, and grocery and provision store, 80 York Street. 

Operated "Privat's" Hotel on the east end of the Toronto peninsula. 

Butcher, St. Lawrence Market (#25 Arcade) and grocery store at 150 York Street. 
Sergeant Major, 10th Royals, and butcher St. Lawrence Market. Living at the old Fort. 


Birth of Children 11 Jennie: April 20, 1854 
Elizabeth (Emily): 1857 
John: 1858 
William: 1860 


Disaster: On the evening of April 13, 1858 a storm destroyed the newly renovated Quinn's Hotel, and carved 
a permanent channel through the east end of the Toronto peninsula, right through Quinn's property. 

Death: July 1, 1883. 


We have since uncovered many articles and internet websites that have provided us with new details 
about the life of John Quinn and his family. 

The first one was the find of a century ... well, maybe that’s stretching it a bit, but we’re pretty 
thrilled about its discovery! It’s a rather complete bio on the early life of our John Quinn, 
confirming just about everything that we already knew about the man, but providing us with the 
name of the town of his birth and the name of his wife’s father, John Herson. 111 It also gives us some 
interesting clues about John Quinn’s father ... too bad he didn’t actually mention his name! 

The bio itself (next page) was originally in a book called The History of Toronto and County of 
York, published in 1885. It has recently been transcribed and is available on-line at 
www.historyoftoronto.ca. Although John Quinn died in 1883, given the level of detail, we think it 
likely that the author spoke to the man himself. It is interesting that it does not mention his later life 
at all. Perhaps this was seen as “common knowledge”, or maybe he just didn’t like to talk about it. 
After all, things didn’t exactly go as planned.... 
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History of Toronto and County of York 

Ontario, Canada 

With excerpts from the book, of this title and the genealogy of four Toronto families. 


home toronto liisfoiy genealogy links 


about us 



CAPTAIN JOHN QUINN was born in St. Andaire 
[Santander] , Spain, June 2, 1815, his father being a 
soldier in the British Army, which was then fighting in 
the Peninsular War. In 1832 his father, with his family, 
came to Canada and took up land in the Township of 
Emily, Victoria County; he died the same year. At the 
death of his father, which occurred so shortly after his 
arrival in Canada, the subject of this sketch sold the 
farm and accepted the life of a lake mariner. He began 
on the steamer Great Britain, which used to make 
eight-day trips around the lake, calling at Canadian and 
American ports. After four years he became bartender 
in a hotel in Toronto, and then went back to the Great 
Britain as steward. In 1835 he worked on the Iroquois, 
the first steamer that went down the Rapids. Among 
other boats that he worked on were the United 
Kingdom, Burlington, Britannia, Transit, City of 
Toronto, Eclipse, West, Maple Leaf and Peerless. In 
1853 he built, and ran between the Island and the city, a 
ferry boat called the Citizen. He served during the 
Rebellion. In 1838 he married a daughter of John 
Hesson [Herson], (Vol. II, p. 132) 


Square brackets are our additions. 

Unfortunately, there’s no such place as St. Andaire, Spain. However, after doing a bit of reading 
about the Peninsular War (1808-1814 - see www.peninsularwar.org), we uncovered a perfectly 
reasonable explanation: 


1813 saw Lord Wellington and his British, Portuguese and Spanish army advance from the Portuguese 
border into the northeast of Spain, forcing the French armies of Joseph Bonaparte, the king imposed on 
the Spanish by his brother Napoleon, towards the French border. As Wellington advanced, his army’s 
base of supply was moved from Lisbon in Portugal to Santander in the northeast of Spain. A pivotal 
battle of the war was fought at Vitoria in 1813. Numerous British, Portuguese and Spanish regiments 
were involved in an allied effort against the French, including the 83 rd foot (the Royal Irish Rifles), and 
the 87 th foot (the Royal Irish Fusiliers). The Emperor Napoleon was already reeling from the 
catastrophe of the Russian campaign. Vitoria helped to show that his dominance of the continent was 
coming to an end. The battle also established Lord Wellington’s reputation throughout Europe. On 
hearing the news of the battle the Austrians mobilized and declared war on France. The Emperors of 
Russia and Austria both offered Lord Wellington the command of their armies. It was the beginning of 
the end for Napoleon. 
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We don’t know if John Quinn’s father fought in the Battle of Vitoria or was somehow part of the 
supporting cast, but the fact that he was involved in the Peninsular War certainly places him in the 
vicinity of Santander, Spain in time for the birth of his son John on June 2, 1815. 
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It is possible that the Quinns lived in Spain after the war, but more likely that they returned to 
Ireland before their emigration in 1832, although it was a pretty miserable place at that time. It 
probably depends on whether John’s mother was Spanish. You might think this is very likely 
(soldiers in a foreign land, yadda yadda yadda, ay-carumba!), but the Irish had a centuries-long 
history of mercenary service on the continent, particularly in Spain where many Irish officers 
enjoyed greater social status than was possible around the British. Regiments also travelled with a 
limited number of wives and other camp followers. 


Now, on to Canada! 
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From the bio, we now know that John’s family first settled Emily Township in Victoria County, 
Ontario, but the available civil records don’t happen to cover the short period of time that the Quinn 
family spent there in 1832. However, land records do exist, and we hope to track them down. 

As a result, we don’t know anything about the rest of John’s family, although he may have had a 
sister named Ellen, who was a witness at his marriage to Jane Herson in 1838. 

Before and after his marriage, John was active on the lakes, working on numerous steamers. 



The Great Britain was the first 
steamer that John Quinn served on 
at the age of about 17-18, and 
again later. 


The City of Hamilton and The Peerless, 
two other steamers that John Quinn worked on. 
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In 1853, when he was 38 years old, John bought or took management of the former hotel and 
amusement park of the Privat brothers on the (then) Toronto Peninsula. By all accounts, it was a 
popular spot. We’ve uncovered some detail about his ferry service running to and from the hotel. 
From the Toronto Transit Commission (TTC), a record of the Toronto Islands Services: 

Privit's [Privat’s] Horse Boat was the most prominent of many early individual private ferry 
operators between Toronto and the adjacent Toronto Islands. Service also known as the "Peninsula 
Packet". (Pursley 1961). Other operators included (dates approximate) Michael O'Connor 
(operating "Sir John of the Peninsula" 1833 - 1851), George Heathcote ("Toronto" 1835 - 1851), 

James Good ("Victoria" 1851 - 1855), John Quinn ("Citizen" 1853 - ?), Robert Moodie 
("Firefly" 1859 - ?), John Walsh ("Princess of WalesVGeneral Wolsey" 1865 - 1883), James 
Saulter ("Bouquet" 1866 - ?), Thomas Lundy ("Perry" 1870 - ?). Turner Ferry Co. (various 1878 - 
1890), Canada Steamship Co. (various 1880 - 1929), and A.J. Tymon Ferry Company (various 
1882- 1890). 

Quinn had this ferry ( Citizen ) built so that runs could be made every 35 minutes instead of every 
hour. Business was so brisk that in 1854 a competitor, Robert Moodie, began a ferry service as well. 
This prompted Quinn to add another boat to his fleet. By 1857, Moodie added yet another, allowing 
for five ferries making the crossing. lv 

It was too good to last. 

Things turned sour for John Quinn in 
1857. That year, Quinn’s property was 
having erosion problems and during a 
storm, the back part of the hotel was 
undermined and the bowling alley washed 
out. He renovated over the winter but his 
efforts were to be for naught. 

Not only was he having trouble with 
Mother Nature on land, but apparently his 
new steamer left something to be desired 
on the bay too, as seen in the following 
excerpt in the State Book of Legislature 
(1857), in the stately phraseology of the 
time: 


QUINN'S NEW STEAMER 

Among the new projects for the season was John Quinn's 
steamer, the Citizen, built to run between Toronto and 
the Island. 

Quinn was a very popular man and had previously been 
steward on board the Maple Leaf and City of Hamilton. 
The schooner Jenny Lind, Robert McClean, master, 
carried freight from Toronto, ascending the Welland 
Canal to Dunnville throughout the season of 1853. The 
Mazeppa, Captain Donaldson, resumed her course 
between Toronto and St. Catharines. 

Quinn's new steamer, the Citizen, made her first trips to 
and from Toronto and the Island on Thursday, May 19 th , 


■ ^ ■ Fisheries and Oceans Peches et Oceans 
Canada Canada 


Canada 


Canadian Coast Guard 

A History of the Canadian Coast Guard and Marine Services 
by Thomas E. Appleton v 


"May it please your Excellency, . on the report of this date . 

. the Committee respectfully recommends that the steam ferry The 

Citizen, plying on the Bay or in the Harbour at Toronto, be pronounced 
unsafe and unfit to carry passengers ...” 
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As we know, it all came to a head on April 13th, 1858. A particularly bad storm washed away the 
hotel (on the night of its grand re-opening, no less) as well as the surrounding amusement area, and 
the smaller Par ki nson’s hotel. Quinn did not rebuild. 


As an 1890s author put it, “Where 
the house stood is now covered by 
the waters of the lake. The exact spot 
is about 200 yards to the west of 
where the red buoy now rides, 
marking the proposed crib work 
which will extend to the point where 
forty years ago was dry land.” 


Not dry enough. 


The Quinns’ bad luck didn’t end with the loss of the hotel and ferry. John and Jane had four 
children according to the census of 1861 (the first every-name census available in Toronto): our 
Jennie, Elizabeth (or Emily), John, and William. The youngest, William, died in childhood. The 
other son John Francis Patrick (he of notable middle name) died after a fall from a wagon when he 
was 26. His death was actually the cause of considerable confusion for us, because his name 
appears with his mother on a common Oster-Quinn monument at St. Michael’s cemetery in 
Toronto. For some time we assumed that the John F.P. Quinn on the stone was John Sr. Not so! 
When it comes to John Quinn’s middle initial, we’re getting a little gun-shy. It’s probably J. We 
think. Is he buried in St. Mike’s after all? Maybe. 

We’re not sure what became of John and Jane’s 
daughter Elizabeth, and given the length of time 
between their marriage in 1838 and the birth of 
Jennie in 1854, it seems likely that there were 
older children too, but we have yet to make any 
other connections. 


John went back into the grocery and butcher 
business, working out of St. Lawrence Market 
and a shop at their residence on York St. The 
evolution of his entries in the Toronto city 
directories is quite amazing, in that you could 
never connect the first and last without seeing 
the ones between. His later move to the Old 
Fort is a bit of a mystery, but his on-going association with the militia vl in the honourable capacity 
of Sergeant Major means that it makes some sense. 

So John Quinn, Irish child of Spain, niho Irlandes de Espaha, seems to have lived a life as colourful 
as its beginnings. 

On the other hand, maybe he made it all up. Conspiracy theory alert: There are some remarkable 
parallels between John’s life and that of Jane Herson’s brother James ... read on! 


1846 

Quinn John, .steward City o/ Toronto^ Church, near Gemini 

1850 

Quinn John, steamboat steward, grocery ami provision store, 
80 York-street 

1856 

Qufnn, John, prormoa dealer, -41, 42, 43, Arcade, 
s. r. ?»i. Lawrence Market. 

1861 

Quinn, John, butcher, 25 Arcade, St. Lawrence Market, 
and 150 York*street, *. i. 

1866 

Quinn, John, butcher, 25 St. Liwrooce Market 
Quinn, John, grocer, 150 York, h same 

1871 

Quinn John, grocer, 146 York 

1875 

Quinn John F., sergeant major 10th Royal** and 
butcher, stall 25*27 St Lawrence market, h 
Old Fort 

1878 

Quinn John, tcrgeunV major nnd caretaker of 
Drill-shed, res Old Fort 



‘Privat’s Hotel” at about the time that it was purchased by John Quinn. 
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John Herson and Mary Ann MacDonald 


You’ll recall that the last line of John Quinn’s newly uncovered bio mentions that he married a 
daughter of John “Hesson”. We already knew that her name was in fact Jane Herson, and having 
seen this misspelling many times, we’re confident that the bio is talking about the same person. 

And, as luck would have it, Jane is not the only child of John Herson referred to in this incredible 
set of published biographies from the 1880s; the other is her brother, James. 

In reading his bio we learn that James Herson is the youngest son of John Herson and Mary Ann 
MacDonald. One of the unnamed sisters mentioned is most likely therefore our Jane, who married 
John Quinn. So although James himself is not our direct ancestor, this bio is particularly significant 
as it provides us with the names of his parents - two new names for our family tree! 


History of Toronto and County of York 

Ontario. Canada 

With excerpts from the book, of this title and the genealogy of four Toronto families. 


toronto history genealogy 


about us 



JAMES HERSON, provision dealer, was born in the 
County of Tyrone, Ireland, in 1831, and when only 
three months old was brought to Canada by his parents, 
John and Mary Ann (MacDonald) Herson. He was the 
youngest in a family of five sons and four daughters. 

His father located in Little York, and being a carpenter 
carried on that trade; but only for a few months 
however, for, before a year had elapsed, he died from 
sunstroke; three of his sons also were carpenters. When 
he attained the age of fifteen he entered the employ of 
Andrew Heron, who owned several steamers. He ran on 
the old City of Toronto, the Chief Justice Robinson, the 
American, the Eclipse, and the Peerless (on which he 
was a steward), owned by Mr. Heron and Captain Dick; 
it ran between Toronto and Niagara, and made two trips 
a day. Mr. Herson was on the Rescue that ran on Lake 
Superior, between Collingwood and fort William, and 
had the honour of assorting the first mail that passed 
through Canadian territory. After leaving the steamer 
Rescue, he went fur trading among the Indians on the 
North Shore of Lake Superior, where he lived four 
years, during that time undergoing great hardships and 
having no nearer white neighbour than within a distance 
of eighty miles. He subsequently left that part of the 
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country and engaged in blockade running until the close 
of the American War. This event over he went into 
business as provision dealer in St. Lawrence Market of 
this city, where he has since remained. He has two 
sisters living in Toronto and one in Dresden, Ont. Mr. 
Herson married a daughter of George Lennon. Our 
subject does not take much interest in municipal affairs, 
but has been a member of the Separate School Board. 
(Vol. II, p. 66) 


What is most remarkable about this is the number of parallels that exist between the life of James 
Herson and John Quinn! They both arrived in Upper Canada with their parents in the early 1830s, 
both lost their father almost immediately after they arrived, both worked as stewards aboard steamer 
ships in Lake Ontario, and both later operated stalls in the St. Lawrence Market. They certainly 
seem to have had a lot in common. It’s almost suspicious. 

Incestuous conspiracies aside, it seems clear that Jane Herson met John Quinn through her brother 
James. They must have had an instant rapport. The updated Oster ancestor tree is below, set against 
the backdrop of 1854 Toronto, starting with Grandpa Frank (and yes, his mother is not shown - but 
be patient! There will be more news to come...). 

The appendix shows the other direction - descendants of John Herson and Mary Ann MacDonald. 
Learning what we did about the Herson connection has opened another floodgate of information 
and correspondence with other families researching Hersons in Ontario. Lots of new cousins for 
everyone! Jane Herson was not included in the Herson trees we found; she was one of their 
“unknown daughters” that we’ve been able to fill in. We’ve put Jane and John Quinn in where they 
appear to fit, but need to confirm this. 





'J j D lil D 'i 1 D„ ■WU -t, 
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So, as always, we’re left with more clues to follow and more mysteries to solve about our family 
history. Spanish church records, Napoleonic muster rolls, marriages in Ireland, 1830s ship 
passenger lists, Ontario land records, and many more names and dates to work on. This is a never- 
ending passion! 

Adios familial March 13,2006 

















































































































Appendix: Descendants of John Herson and Mary Ann MacDonald 


John Herson (1785 - 1832) vm 

+ Mary Ann MacDonald (1786 - ?), married in 1805 in Ireland 

John and Mary Ann came to Canada from Co. Tyrone, Ireland in 1831 and settled in York (Toronto). 

1. John Herson - b. 1806 Ireland 

+ Mary Dunn, married on 13 Dec. 1844, Baptist 

Settled in Chatham Twp in 1851 Con 6, pt. Lot 16 50 acres, log house. 

1. Agnes (1843 - ?) 

2. Alexander (1844 - ?) 

3. John Jr. (1847-?) 

4. Mary (1849 - ?) 

Two unknown daughters, probably between 1806 and 1815 

2. Matthias Herson (9 Nov. 1815 - 19 Jan 1871) 

+ Elcy or Eliza Hall, married in 1836 

Innkeeper, carpenter and fanning mill maker. 

1. John Jr., (19 Oct 1836), mill maker 

2. Ann A. "Nancy" (1838 - ?) 

3. Elizabeth, (1840 - 31 May 1888) 

4. Charles (1845 - ?) 

5. Mary Jane (1850-?) 

3. Jane Herson (cl819 - 21 Mar 1889) 

+ John Quinn (June 2, 1815 - July 1 1883), married on 1 Dec 1838 

1. Jennie (20 Apr 1854 - 4 Feb 1939) ... this is the beginning of our Oster line in Toronto 

2. Elizabeth (Emily) (1857 - ?) 

3. John Francis Patrick. (1858-6 May 1884) 

4. William (1860 - bef. 1871) 

4. Mary Herson (1820 - ?) 

+ William Boulton (15 Aug. 1821 - 27 Dec 1891, s/o John Bolton and Catherine Campbell) 

Served as Captain of the 6th Battalion of the Militia. Farmed. 

1. John Herson Boulton (13 Aug 1845 - 30 May 1924) 

2. William Eddington (twin) (21 June 1853 - Sep 1929) 

3. Duncan Clinton (twin) (21 Jun 1853 - Jun 1925) 

4. Henry Joseph (1850 - 4 Sep 1899) 

5. Annie (1852 - 26 Dec 1933), Sister Mary Hortense - St. Joseph's Convent, Toronto 

6. Jane (Jennie) (July 1855 - ?) 

7. Susan (1857-Dec 1933) 

5. George Herson (1824 - ?) 

+ Hannah A. 

Soap and candlemaker. 

1. Hannah L. (1850-?) 

2. Marriott G. (1852 - ?) 

3. Mary Jane (1861-?) 

4. Walter George 

6) Michael Herson 

7) Patrick Herson ... (we have 1 too many boys in this list, so we ’re still looking for confirmation here) 

8) James Joseph Herson (1831 - 18 May 1907) 

Steward on steamships. He then became provision dealer in St. Lawrence Market in York, very like John Quinn. 
+ Jane Lennon (d/o George Lennon and Ellen Sland) 

1. Jane (1865-?) 

2. Maud (1867-?) 

3. John Lennon (3 Feb 1870 - ?) 

4. Susan (1873-?) 

5. Maria Louisa (13 Feb 1875-bef. 1881) 

6. Charles Valentine (13 Feb 1875 - bef. 1881) 

7. Stillborn (25 Jan 1876 ) female 

8. John Mcdonell (8 Jan 1878 - 5 Apr 1878) 

9. Charles Francis (14 Aug 1880 - ?) 

10. Thomas (8 Jul 1881 - ?) 

+ Ellen Lennon (d/o John Lennon and Mary) 

11. Gladys Audry (13 Jun 1892 - ?) 
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1 From an on-line transcription of marriages in Landmarks of Toronto , volume 3, p.395 ff, by John Ross Robertson. 


11 Since John and Jane Quinn’s children were born before civil registration began in Ontario (1869), our dates are only 
calculated based on ages recorded in census returns. These are notoriously unreliable, but do provide a starting place. 


111 History of Toronto and County of York Ontario in multiple volumes by C. Blackett Robinson, 1885. Volume II 
contains short biographies of many 19th century Toronto and York County residents, including John Quinn and James 
Herson. 


lv Robertson's Landmarks of Toronto: A collection of Historical Sketches of the Old Town of York From 1792 until 
1833. and of Toronto From 1834 to 1895 . vol. 2, J. Ross Robertson, Toronto, 1896. Chapter 244: “The Trade of the 
Lake Still Continues to Expand.” This is also the source of most of the steamer pictures and Privat’s hotel. 


v Yeah yeah, we know the letterhead with the Canadian flag is a little ahead of its time (about 100 years!), but we rather 
liked the effect. 


V1 We need to get our hands on a copy of the History of the 10th Royals and the Royal Grenadiers; from the Formation 
of the Regiment Until 1896 by Thomas Edward Champion, Toronto: Hunter, Rose, 1896, ISBN: 0563969270. Or the 
History of the Royal Grenadiers. A Regimental History of the 10th Infantry Battalion of the Active Militia of Canada by 
Captain Ernest J. Chambers, Montreal: E L Ruddy, 1904. Maybe the Toronto Reference Library. 


vu This map depicts the area between St Lawrence Market and Church Street shortly before the Great Fire of 1849. It 
consisted largely of rows of masonry buildings facing the streets (heavy lines), and lesser, mainly wood buildings facing 
the laneways (thin lines). “MARKET BLOCK, 1848 (JH)” Toronto Public Library (TRL), Howard Drawing 819. 


vm Most of this information comes from the personal web-site of Dale Barry (bdbarry.tripod.com/id 100) which covers 
his Herson ancestors in Canada, excluding Jane. Some lines in his family are carried forward to the present day, but 
we’ve only shown the first two generations. We’ve augmented this with our own search of the available birth and 
marriage records. 



